
The ACUI Board of Trustees in 2019 agreed to create a new working group with the charge of 

examining and understanding the value of active dialogue on a college campus. In particular, 

this group sought to learn how campus community is advanced through promoting and 

supporting active dialogue as a changemaking process. As the group began its work in early 

2020 the world changed due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, requiring communities to enact 

social distancing, quarantining, and new virtual communication models. This upheaval was 

followed by a worldwide reaction to police brutality in the U.S. prompted by the deaths of 

George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and others, turning the spotlight on the entrenched institutional 

racism in this country. Both of these events – the pandemic and worldwide protests against 

racial injustice – revealed the need for new paths to be formed to facilitate conversations, self-

reflection, and education. This made it clear to the task force that the time for examining 

concepts of identify, power, perception, interests, and interaction through active dialogue has 

never been more relevant or important. 

The Board of Trustees gave the Active Dialogue Working Group three charges: 

• Define “active dialogue” in a campus setting with an emphasis on diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. 

• Understand some of the characteristics of campuses that support active dialogue on these 

issues. 

• Prepare a report for the Board of Trustees by the end of June 2020 detailing 

recommendations/good practices for a campus seeking to better support active dialogue. 

In 2019, ACUI also undertook a Member Needs Assessment that included several questions 

related to the value, characteristics, and support for active dialogue as a means of advancing 

campus community. Nearly half of the 1,000 respondents indicated advancing active dialogue 

was an essential step through creating and maintaining community, in creating a sense of 

belonging, or exchanging new ideas and shared knowledge. In these responses, members 

shared characteristics of a campus that supports active dialogue, such as providing accessible 

and open common spaces, clear and transparent policies, accessibility to campus leadership, a 

clear commitment to inclusive environments, and a willingness to promote and foster diversity. 

When asked how ACUI could support a member institution’s efforts to advance active dialogue, 

the largest proportion of members (nearly 25%) cited access to resources like webinars, “road 

maps,” models, guidelines, and other facilitation methods as a means of support. 

In response to member feedback and Board of Trustees guidance, the active dialogue working 

group established the following report to provide a foundation for ACUI to promote active 

dialogue in the campus community. Active dialogue models that embody listening, acceptance, 

and honesty are the appropriate vehicles to engage students, staff, faculty, and associated 

communities in conversations and interactions about inclusivity, diversity, equity, racism, and 

other forces of divisiveness and polarization. 



For its initial charge, the working group was asked to: Define “active dialogue” in a campus 

setting with an emphasis on issues related to diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

When defining “active dialogue”, the group conducted a resource and literature review. This 

comprehensive review included books and scholarly articles; benchmarking programs related to 

diversity, equity, and inclusion on numerous college campuses; and integration of reports from 

advocacy organizations like the Knight Foundation, the Foundation for Individual Rights in 

Education, UNESCO, the Center for Intercultural Dialogue, and the Sustained Dialogue Institute. 

Numerous statements from colleges and universities on the topics of equal opportunity, 

diversity, campus climate, bias, and free speech were also reviewed. 

Following a period of discussion and resource review, the group crafted the following definition 

for use by ACUI’s membership: 

Active dialogue is a form or style of engagement that permits and invites individuals to create a 

culture of open communication by learning from one another, hearing each other's perspectives, 

and being heard. Active dialogue does not strive to persuade, debate, or convince anyone of 

someone else’s positions, but rather to create a space for difficult discussions. It is an 

opportunity to reflect and speak deeply about your values while actively listening to others, 

allowing for the development of empathy and understanding.  

The intent of active dialogue is to move away from conversations that reinforce perceptions and 

assumptions, to conversations where participants can come to better understand another’s 

values, concerns, and motivations. It can be used where productive relationships are limited by 

stereotypes, polarization, and distrust; and when people need to build trust and respect before 

engaging in decision making, problem solving, or action planning. 

The second charge from ACUI’s Board of Trustees was to: Understand some of the 

characteristics of campuses that support active dialogue on these issues. 

One desired outcome for individuals engaged in active dialogue is development of a better 

understanding of their own values and empathy for the values and experiences of others. 

Active dialogue should create space for future conversations with an intention of building more 

supportive and cohesive communities. 

An individual informed by active dialogue tools should be able to communicate with self-

confidence about difficult or divisive topics; break destructive communication habits like 

avoidance, silence, or reactive responses; and enable those in a conversation to feel truly 

heard.  

Active dialogue enables student union professionals and leaders to design conversations, 

communications, and meetings with clear purpose, full participation, and a structure for 

moving forward. Student union professionals must be able to employ effective and satisfying 

communication exercises in a broad range of personal and professional settings. 



Understanding the characteristics of campuses that support active dialogue provides an 

opportunity for the development of intercultural competence and the associated capabilities 

for living and working with people of varied cultural perspectives. These characteristics are 

generally supported through programmatic initiatives that allow for participants to shift cultural 

perspectives and adapt behavior appropriately to cultural commonalities and differences, 

leading to a better understanding of another’s values, concerns, and motivations. 

Advancing equity, diversity, and intercultural awareness through active dialogue is essential for 

transcending ethnocentrism, for establishing effective positive relations across cultural 

boundaries, and for increasing engagement in personal and professional settings that can have 

demonstrated positive impacts on both individual and organizational well-being. 

In identifying characteristics of campuses where programs are in place to create the necessary 

culture of open communication to facilitate active dialogue, an examination of the purpose, 

structure, and goals should identify certain attributes. Being culturally responsive is a critical 

and necessary feature of one’s interactions with one another, and vitally important in the 

context of higher education. Culturally responsive teaching is an approach that can empower 

“intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes.” By knowing those around you (students, coworkers, the 

community), becoming aware of your own personal biases, transforming your pedagogy and 

processes, respecting and reinforcing culture, and involving the community, the learning 

environment can become more culturally responsive. Some of the attributes toward forming 

culturally response dialogue include: 

• Clear definition of the forms of racism including individual, cultural, institutional, and 
linguistic. 

• A process for developing a common language and analytical methodology for examining 
racism, one’s own connection to racism, and building a structure around trust and 
respect in order to solve problems. 

• A component that provides the historical context of racial classification, its maintenance 
over time, and the ways U.S. institutions were created, who they were designed to 
serve, and how they have exacerbated racism. 

• Opportunities to gain knowledge about effective ways to work with campus and 
community constituencies and then put them into practice. 

• Skill-building opportunities for organizing and sustaining multiracial coalitions. 
 

The third charge of the working group was to: Prepare a report for the Board of Trustees 

detailing recommendations/good practices for a campus seeking to better support active 

dialogue. 

While programmatic goals may differ from campus to campus depending on needs and 

audiences, facilitation and education will have greater efficacy with a strong understanding of 

social identity, identity-related conflict, and other complex problems. That facilitation and 



education process should feature openly defined frameworks for arriving at collaborative 

community change through active dialogue, including opportunities for experience sharing, 

issue identification and examination, action planning and constructive engagement, 

implementation, and pre- and post- active dialogue assessment. 

Following are a series of recommendations and best practices, followed by a series of 

implementation steps, that can be utilized to initiate and maintain a successful active dialogue 

program on a campus. 

Four recommendations that identify some key characteristics of campuses supporting active 

dialogue and where individuals are provided opportunities to develop the skills to participate in 

active dialogue include: 

1.) Access and support for active dialogue tools for students, faculty, and staff. 

These tools and resources include trainings, workshops, and professional development 

programs designed to foster diversity and inclusion. Ideally, participants receive pre- and post-

assessments around trainings, workshops, and conversations. One example of a tool being 

utilized campus-wide is at Purdue University, where an Intercultural Development Inventory is 

offered. This is a cross-cultural assessment tool that measures intercultural competence in 

order to achieve diversity and inclusion goals and outcomes. This specific tool, according to 

research, has found that “Interculturally competent behavior occurs at a level supported by the 

individual’s or group’s underlying orientation as assessed by the inventory, and that training 

and leadership development efforts at building intercultural competence are more successful 

when they are based on the individual’s or group’s underlying developmental orientation as 

assessed by the inventory.” 

2.) Formal, ongoing cultural competence and diversity education programs that maintain 

and meet strategic enrollment goals for students, faculty, and staff. 

Institutions can create pathways toward active dialogue and deliberation through components 

like orientations, first-year seminars, curricular pathways, service learning, professional 

development, community roundtables, and through programs that are multi-tiered or 

scaffolded over the course of semesters or years. Each of these components can stress 

engaging multiple and competing perspectives from a broad range of positions as a means of 

enhancing communication skills, invoking critical thinking, cultivating social and ethical 

responsibility, and fostering an understanding of the diverse nature of human experience. At 

Northern Illinois University, the Conversations on Diversity + Equity (CODE) workshops engage 

students, faculty and staff in learning about the cultural differences that shape the world, with 

the main goal of the program being to create spaces for participants to explore complex aspects 

of the diversity and equity framework. The ultimate outcome from the CODE program 

experiences are for participants to become empowered to work towards an inclusive campus 

community where everyone respects the value and dignity of all of its members. In 

implementing the program the following steps were taken by campus leadership: 

https://purdue.edu/IPPU/CILMAR/Assessment/Intercultural_Development_Inventory.html
https://www.niu.edu/diversity/programs/education-awareness/social-justice/code-workshops.shtml
https://www.niu.edu/diversity/programs/education-awareness/social-justice/code-workshops.shtml


• Determined project goals and outcome. 

• Planned for both short- and long-term programs. 

• Developed curriculum. 

• Built capacity with facilitator call-outs, facilitator education and knowledge 

development program, and workshop scheduling. 

• Examined in-place systems to ensure accountability for student organizations and 

others through micro- and macro-marketing and communications plans, defined 

registration process, follow-up communications, and programmed logistics for 

accessibility. 

• Created and used an evaluation process for workshops. 

• Assessed data per facilitator to provide adequate feedback about strengths and areas 

for growth in facilitation approach and engagement. 

• Reassessed and shifted goals and outcomes as needed. 

 

3.) Recognizing the importance of active dialogue through access to and support for using 

cultural competence assessment tools for students, faculty, and staff. 

There may be no better venue for building capacity for individuals and groups to conduct 

productive and respectful dialogue than in the arena of campus life. Historically, many student 

affairs professionals have incorporated deliberative and active dialogue into routine leadership 

trainings related to student organizations, residential life, and other student life divisions. 

Active dialogue has been and can be woven through a host of campus activities like small-group 

interactive circles during first-year orientation. And as higher education has increasingly defined 

its sphere to include communities beyond physical campus borders, many have created 

opportunities for students, staff, and faculty to engage with a broader public. As the skills of 

perspective taking, engagement, and practicing active dialogue are developed, many 

institutions have identified ways to recognize an individual’s commitment to understanding and 

appreciating cultural diversity. 

These are skills that are at the heart of intellectual inquiry: Respectful listening and speaking; 

the ability to analyze dissenting views without vilifying a speaker; conflict management; the 

ability to analyze, deliberate, and advocate for specific solutions; and an understanding of 

compromise and consensus-building processes. In recognizing these skill sets, campuses have 

developed assessment tools that can lend themselves to the success of certification programs, 

formalized records of completion and advancement, and public nomination and awards. These 

public-facing education, assessment, and recognition programs (like those at Northwestern 

University, Indiana University, and Florida State University) can provide non-academic, 

professional development opportunities for students, faculty, and staff that not only foster an 

intercultural campus and community, but do so in a structured, verifiable, and sustainable 

fashion. 

https://www.northwestern.edu/inclusion/programs/waw-jashk-awards/
https://www.northwestern.edu/inclusion/programs/waw-jashk-awards/
https://global.iu.edu/resources/staff/intercultural-competence.html
https://global.fsu.edu/intercultural-opportunities-campus


4.) A willingness and environment to examine, understand, and engage with third-party 

facilitators with recognized expertise in the area of fostering dialogue, conflict 

resolution, and providing frameworks for promoting an understanding of cultural 

diversity. 

Coalition-building and collaboration with third-party consultants that embrace and 

demonstrate the same values and principles of active dialogue can provide additional resources 

to advance the success and sustainability of campus active dialogue programs. These 

collaborations offer additional opportunities for maintaining accountability, sharing culture, 

recognizing gatekeeping as a form of institutional preservation, developing leadership, and 

identifying and analyzing manifestations like institutional power that can perpetuate racism. 

These coalitions can also provide structural support for online programs and resources, 

conferences and workshops, assessment and evaluation, and other opportunities that result in 

knowledge sharing, relationship building, and other outcomes that  develop cultural awareness, 

build tolerance for diversity, create altruistic attitudes, and support moral development, 

sensitivity and reasoning, and self-esteem. 

A variety of organizations and non-profit associations well-versed in the pedagogy of active and 

deliberative dialogue exist to support similar efforts on campuses around the country (Butler 

University), and already have a presence (University of Michigan) on and relationship with 

higher education (Northeastern University). 

Specific action items that can be considered for implementation to initiate, maintain, and grow 
active dialogue and cultural competency programming designed to serve, educate, and 
empower students and professionals in the student union and student affairs communities 
include:   
 

• Create an active dialogue committee which reflects representative entities like 

professionals and students who are involved in policymaking, administration, and 

service delivery, in addition to peripheral communities. This group should be charged 

with developing statements on vision, mission, objectives, strategies, needs, targets and 

agents of change, and communities for collaboration. 

• Implement a comprehensive cultural competence assessment and orientation program 

for both organizations and individuals as an initial step of an active dialogue education 

and evaluation process. This should include end-of-cycle surveys and assessments that 

provide feedback, evaluation opportunities, and accountability. 

• Develop a framework and curriculum for facilitator application, education, 

development, and training, designed to support engagement efforts like workshops, 

roundtables, integration of multicultural approaches to events and activities, and other 

methods of cultivating active dialogue processes. These facilitators should take on the 

role of campus champions for proactive dialogue related to issues of diversity, equity, 

and inclusion. 

file:///C:/Users/schaplin/Downloads/•%09https:/thebutlercollegian.com/2019/10/sustained-dialogue-a-new-way-to-talk/
file:///C:/Users/schaplin/Downloads/•%09https:/thebutlercollegian.com/2019/10/sustained-dialogue-a-new-way-to-talk/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/forget-the-shouting-and-demonizing-college-students-organize-civil-discussions/2019/03/31/b9f86d7e-523d-11e9-88a1-ed346f0ec94f_story.html
https://whatisessential.org/impact-stories/students-explore-global-citizenship-through-dialogue
https://whatisessential.org/impact-stories/students-explore-global-citizenship-through-dialogue


• Create an infrastructure and provide resources that celebrate diversity and consciously 

integrate aspects of different cultures in all activities. By taking a multicultural approach 

to every aspect of an organization’s operations, from website design, recruitment, job 

description revisions, and marketing to major events, conferences, and campaigns, 

active dialogue becomes instilled as a core component of institutional guiding principles. 

Mentoring and peer-based programs, innovative partnerships, team building, pronoun 

campaigns, summer programming, small financial grant and award programs, and 

rainbow-lanyard campaigns, are specific examples of raising awareness about active 

dialogue and cultural awareness. 

• Develop a marketing, communications, and outreach program that seeks to procure 

buy-in and support from internal and external communities by sharing how successful 

active dialogue programs reflect positively on the strategies, goals, and initiatives of the 

larger organization. Fostering these broader relationships by highlighting offices, clubs, 

and initiatives promote how active dialogue can further goals and opportunities for staff 

and student development, enhanced programming, and creating a culture where active 

dialogue is seen as an investment with positive returns. 

NOTE: Resources for assisting with the implementation of each of the above-referenced action 
items can be found in the accompanying resource review that highlights programs, initiatives, 
policies, reports, third-party partners, and other resources that are publicly available. 
 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

This working group believes that active dialogue is a pedagogy that stresses engaging multiple 

and competing perspectives from a broad range of positions in order to collaborate across 

differences, think more complexly about others and about larger social issues, and actively 

commit to working with others to shape the world to be more just. This requires a sense of 

empathy, an ethical consciousness, and a willingness and capacity to engage in dialogue with 

others, all characteristics of a cultural competency that research has suggested can enhance an 

individual’s capacity for developing the necessary skills for effective practices with diverse 

populations. 

Some of the skills necessary in attaining the cultural competency to not only practice active 

dialogue, but to also educate on the practice and methods of active dialogue, include 

knowledge, cultural humility, self-awareness, active listening, an openness to styles, norms, and 

attitudes different from one’s own, the ability to place oneself in the context of another, and 

being able to reflect on and reserve judgment. 

ACUI has an opportunity to advance these skills sets in both its membership and in the student 

contingent that interacts with these professionals through the development of a series of 

different resources. This might include, but not be limited to: 



• Creation of an inventory of nationwide assets for advancing active dialogue. From 

books, research papers, and online content, to campus programs, third-party 

facilitators, and existing public-private partnerships. 

• Development of an online training series that addresses cultural competency and 

awareness, fostering dialogue, conflict resolution, active listening, and institutional 

racism. 

• Formation of a partnership with a third-party assessment and facilitation consultancy 

that would provide professional assistance for members interested in contracting those 

services. 

• A request for consideration to the regional ACUI leadership teams that they create an 

annual campus and an individual recognition program that would identify outstanding 

efforts to support and educate active dialogue as a tool for addressing inclusivity, 

diversity, equity, racism, and other forces of divisiveness and polarization on campuses 

and in communities. 

• Implementation of an active dialogue learning and discussion component into applicable 

ACUI seminars and institutes. 

In addressing the current COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. with respect to the challenges of 

implementing programs that promote active dialogue through virtual means, it’s important to 

recognize both common challenges and important tools for facilitating virtual active dialogue 

discussions. 

Virtual environments often limit the ability of participants to read non-verbal cues like body 

language, and these same environments usually support fewer options for multimodality 

learning. A classroom instructor may be able to quickly change gears, implementing a 

combination of whiteboards, personal experiences, audio and visual aids, participatory 

discussion, so it’s important to develop a learning platform that offers multimodality. 

There are also greater challenges in addressing distracted participants and in gaining learner 

confidence in virtual settings. Lecture-based programs and long sessions both increase the 

probability of distracted learners, while confidence with instructors can decrease if bonds can’t 

be built between the participant and the instructor. The following are general tips for improving 

virtual learning scenarios that can address multimodality, distractions, participant buy-in, and 

environmental challenges: 

• Provide information on technology needs, user platforms, schedules, and the personal 
contact information of instructors prior to the initial session. 

• Have a plan in place to address tech issues on both the instructor and participant end, 
and be sure to provide options for both phone and computer. 

• Enlist a co-moderator to break-up the session, manage chat, and assist with technology. 

• Try to limit the size of the virtual learning group to no more than 15, including 
moderators. 

• Start each session of the program with an icebreaker. 



• Have the participants collaborate in developing a set of group norms for the program. 

• Increase engagement by using polling tools and breakout rooms, reduce distractions by 
avoiding slides and screenshares, and consider implementing shorter sessions and more 
breaks. 

• Pay attention to your meeting settings. 
 

In conclusion, active dialogue is a means of educating on the topics of race, diversity, and 

inclusion.  ACUI has a unique opportunity at this time to play an integral part in empowering its 

membership with the necessary tools to attain that education and share it with others within 

the context of the student union and student affairs professionals. By ensuring that active 

dialogue resources find a prominent place within an existing ACUI framework that includes its 

social justice resources, Online Learning program, outreach resources like The Bulletin, annual 

awards program, and its regional engagement program, the Association can make a clear and 

enduring statement to the importance of the role active dialogue can play in making immediate 

and positive change with respect to systemic racism and other cultural inequities, particularly 

within the scope of higher education. 

 

Active Dialogue Working Group Members 
 
Andrea Trevino, 
Program Manager II, Information & Operations 
Student Centers 
The University of Houston 

atrevi22@Central.UH.EDU 
 
Jeremy N. Davis 
Director, Center for Student Involvement & Leadership 
University of Wyoming 

Jeremy.Davis@uwyo.edu  
 
David Israels-Swenson 
Senior Director | Student Activities, Health and Wellness 
Student Center, 600 East 4th Street, Morris, MN 56267 
University of Minnesota Morris 

morris.umn.edu 
 
Simón Franco 
Assistant Director of Student Activities | 
Student Activities, Conferences and Events 
University of Minnesota Morris 
sfranco@morris.umn.edu 
 
ACUI Staff Liaison: 

mailto:atrevi22@Central.UH.EDU
mailto:Jeremy.Davis@uwyo.edu
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fmorris.umn.edu%2F&data=02%7C01%7Cschaplin%40acui.org%7C394585b17d194036aa9c08d7d19498cf%7C2c645f8a105e42aab71b15c677dd25a9%7C0%7C0%7C637208308482947942&sdata=4LJoc7uNfjyzTk2soTDxdUJGozSwoU%2F8xLXE0mKn%2FbU%3D&reserved=0
mailto:sfranco@morris.umn.edu


Steve Chaplin 
Managing Editor – ACUI’s The Bulletin 
Manager, ACUI College Union and Student Activities (CUSA) Evaluation Program 

schaplin@acui.org 
 
 

 

mailto:schaplin@acui.org

